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St Jerome and a Church Model:
The Altarpiece of the Brotherhood of the Immaculate Conception 
in Bergamo
Bram de klerck
In one of the side chapels of the Church of 
S. Agata nel Carmine in Bergamo’s città alta, a 
magnifi cent, recently restored, early sixteenth-
century altarpiece catches the eye (Fig. 1).1 It is 
not only the bright colours of the blue back-
ground, the golden garments and fl eshy faces 
of the fi gures depicted that attract attention: 
something else lends a particular fascination to 
the work. It is what was, even at the time, a 
somewhat old-fashioned combination of paint-
ing and relief-like sculpture in a kind of show-
case measuring more than 250 cm in height, and 
having gothic gables and pinnacles. It shows a 
serene-looking Virgin Mary who stands with 
hands folded in a gesture of prayer. A ginger-
haired Christ Child is hovering before her in 
a rather bold pose, his feet placed on the wings 
of a cherub. The child is dressed in a loosely-
draped tunic which leaves his left shoulder un-
covered. With his right hand he makes a gesture 
of blessing. Mother and Child are surrounded 
by an aureole of red and golden rays of light. 
The central group is surrounded by four stand-
ing and two seated fi gures, all easily recogniz-
able not only by their attire and attributes but 
also by inscriptions bearing their names. At the 
left stand Mary’s parents, Sts Anne and Joachim, 
at the right Sts Anselm and Jerome, while at the 
bottom corners of the composition Sts Augus-
tine and Bernard of Clairvaux sit on low stools. 
Beneath the central panel is a predella with, 
each in his own compartment, busts of seven 
more fi gures holding books and scrolls with in-
scriptions.
Two lateral panels, depicting the Carmelite Sts 
Elijah and Elisha, have been added in the early 
twentieth century, after the altarpiece had been 
transferred to its current place in the Chapel of 
the Baptist in the church of the Carmelite Or-
der. On the basis of stylistic characteristics, the 
older parts have recently been attributed to the 
somewhat shadowy Bergamasque painter and 
sculptor Jacopino Scipioni (ﬂ . 1492-1528) and 
dated to the fi rst decade of the sixteenth cen-
tury.2 Originally, the retable adorned the altar of 
Fig. . Jacopino Scipioni (attributed to), Altarpiece 
of the Immaculate Conception, central panel: Im-
maculate Conception, c.  1500–10. Bergamo: S. Agata 
nel Carmine. From: Ancona dell’Immacolata.
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the Chapel of the Brotherhood of the Immacu-
late Conception, in the Church of S. Francesco 
of the Conventual Franciscans in Bergamo. It 
was removed after the Brotherhood’s suppres-
sion in 1808.3
The overall iconographical message of the al-
tarpiece as a whole is not very hard to decipher: 
the position of the Madonna, centrally placed 
within rays of light, as well as the inscriptions 
on the scrolls and books that the accompany-
ing saints and angels are holding, all suggest 
the concept of her Immaculate Conception.4 
According to theological views expressed by 
authorities such as the thirteenth-century phi-
losopher John Duns Scotus, and ratified by Pope 
Sixtus IV in 1476, the Virgin Mary, before be-
coming the mother of Christ the Son of God, 
had to be exempt from original sin, which since 
the Fall of Man has been inherited by every hu-
man being. The experts, however, did not all 
agree on how this sinless state had been arrived 
at. In particular, theologians belonging to the 
Dominican Order, following Thomas Aqui-
nas’s views, contested the belief that Mary’s im-
maculate state stemmed from the very moment 
of her conception. They held that it came later, 
when Mary was already in her mother’s womb. 
The controversy continued and it was only in 
1854 that the concept was officially proclaimed a 
dogma of the Church by Pope Pius IX.
The patrons of the Bergamo altarpiece clearly 
sided with those in favour of the first possibility. 
A prominent position is occupied by Anne and 
Joachim, viz. Mary’s mother and father. They 
are not mentioned in the Bible, but are present 
in texts such as the early Christian apocryphal 
Gospels and the famous thirteenth-century Leg-
enda aurea by Jacopo de Voragine.5 According 
to popular belief, Mary was conceived when 
her already elderly parents met at Jerusalem’s 
Golden Gate after a prolonged and troublesome 
period of separation. As an obvious clue to the 
interpretation of the iconography, on the scroll 
Joachim is holding is written an Old Testament 
passage from the Song of Songs (‘Tota pulchra 
es amica mea et macula non est in te’: Song of 
Songs 4. 7) which is generally understood typo-
logically as a pre-figuration of Mary’s immacu-
late state.
All other saints included in the central panel, 
as well as the seven historical figures including 
Duns Scotus and the already mentioned Pope 
Sixtus  IV depicted in the predella compart-
ments, hold inscriptions derived from writings 
penned by themselves, or at least attributed to 
them at the time. Although all passages can be 
connected to the concept of the Immaculate 
Conception, not every one of the saints de-
picted is generally considered a supporter of the 
doctrine. I will come back to this peculiarity af-
ter having discussed a remarkable iconographi-
cal feature of the altarpiece, to wit the figure 
of St Jerome at the far right, the only one in 
the central panel looking out in the beholder’s 
direction (Fig. 2). He appears in a monk’s habit 
and in his left hand holds a model of a church, 
which gains remarkable prominence as it pro-
trudes strikingly from the three-dimensional 
relief characterizing the woodcarving of the al-
tarpiece (Fig. 3).
Fig. 2. Jacopino Scipioni (attributed to), Altarpiece 
of the Immaculate Conception, detail: St Jerome, 
front view (detail of Fig. 1).
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Depictions of Architectural Models
Depictions of human figures holding a minia-
ture version of one architectural structure or 
the other, are far from uncommon in the visual 
arts of Western Europe. For instance, Cesare 
Ripa’s famous book of reference, the Iconologia 
of 1600, contains many examples of allegorical 
figures that are recognizable from architectur-
al attributes.6 For instance, the author recom-
mends that the personification of the element 
of Earth be depicted with a castle or tower on 
her head. Symmetry holds an ‘artful building’, 
and Audacity throws to the ground ‘a column 
of marble of an edifice’. Religion holds a model 
of a temple, as do World and the Italian region 
Umbria. For lovers of the city it may be gratify-
ing to note that for the personification of Roma 
eterna a mere model does not suffice: according 
to Ripa, she should be depicted enthroned in-
side ‘a temple with eight or ten columns’.
Ripa’s handbook was quite influential in the 
visual arts of the seventeenth century and later, 
but the specific allegories mentioned above do 
not seem to have gained much popularity, nor 
should they be considered to be some kind of 
codification of earlier artistic practices. Rather, 
from the Middle Ages onward, architectural 
models can be found in the Christian context of 
saints and donors. In altarpieces, church deco-
rations or other religious images, saints or ec-
clesiastic authorities, worldly rulers or private 
individuals can be found holding miniature 
versions of buildings, presenting them to Christ 
or the Virgin Mary, either to humbly acknowl-
edge their devotion, to show off their opulence, 
or both. Randomly chosen among the many 
examples from early Christian times onward, 
are the great mosaic over the south-western en-
trance of Hagia Sophia in the city then called 
Constantinople (c. 990), in which, to the right 
of the centrally placed, enthroned Virgin Mary 
and Child, Emperor Constantine the Great (c. 
272-337) offers her a model of the walled city 
named after him, while at the left his later suc-
cessor Justinian (c. 482-565) presents her with a 
model of the magnificent church he himself pa-
tronized.
From medieval Milan, a life-sized crucifixion 
made of wood covered with embossed copper 
incorporates an interesting image at the bottom 
of the cross. It depicts the Milanese Archbishop 
Ariberto (970/80-1045) offering to the cruci-
fied Christ a model of the Church of S. Dionigi. 
The quarrelsome warrior bishop had had this 
Ambrosian landmark restored and embellished 
upon his triumphant return to the city after a 
protracted absence. The square-shaped halo 
framing his head indicates that the archbishop 
was alive at that time but also already, at least 
by some, venerated as a saint. Exemplary of the 
new naturalism in late medieval Italian paint-
ing is the much more life-like scale model of 
the famous chapel that Enrico degli Scrovegni 
(d. 1336) had built in Padua appearing in one of 
the Florentine painter Giotto’s frescoes adorn-
ing its interior (c.  1310). Scrovegni needs the 
Fig. 3. Jacopino Scipioni (attributed to), Altarpiece 
of the Immaculate Conception, detail: St Jerome, side 
view (detail of Fig. 1).
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help of a canon to present the large, apparently 
weighty, model to the Virgin (Fig. 4).
Donors are frequently seen in paintings pre-
senting the buildings they founded, but also, and 
far more often, certain saints carry miniature ar-
chitectonic structures. A well-known example 
is the early Christian St Barbara of Nicodemia 
who often appears holding a miniature tower 
referring to her legend. Her pagan father locked 
her up in a tower to keep her away from the out-
side world. After she had secretly converted to 
Christianity, she convinced construction work-
ers to place three (instead of the intended two) 
windows in her tower, in praise of the Holy 
Trinity. Other examples include the Frenchman 
Eligius of Noyon (588/90-660), himself a gold-
smith and patron saint of metalworkers, who is 
sometimes depicted with a small golden church 
in his hand. And St Willibrord (c. 658-739), mis-
sionary of the Frisians and the first bishop of 
Utrecht, holds a small version of Utrecht Cathe-
dral in his hand, for example in the well-known 
engraving of c. 1630 by Cornelis Bloemaert, in 
which the building appears anachronistically in 
its gothic form with its famous tower, the tall-
est in the Netherlands. Comparable in intention 
are depictions of Bishop Heribert of Cologne 
(c. 970-1021) who is often represented holding 
a model of one of the Romanesque churches of 
his bishopric. Not only churches but whole cit-
ies could serve as the attributes of saints. Thus, 
the fifth-century Bishop of Bologna St Petro-
nius holds a model of the city of which he is 
patron saint, and St Gimignanus (312-97) carries 
a miniature version of the Tuscan town with its 
characteristic walls and towered skyline, named 
after him.
St Jerome as a Building-bearer
None of these possibilities, however, seem to fit 
with St Jerome holding a church model, as he 
does in the Immacolata altarpiece in Bergamo. 
After all, he is not the patron saint of a par-
ticular city or town, nor has he ever executed 
any sort of construction work. True, Jerome is 
known to have founded a monastery and a nun-
nery in Bethlehem, but it in the context of the 
Italian Renaissance, it would not seem to make 
much sense to refer to these activities in a far-
away country in times long gone.
And indeed, the not very familiar motif of a 
church model in the iconography of St Jerome 
appears to have remained confined to a four-
teenth- to sixteenth-century Italian context. 
With a few notable exceptions such as a panel 
from a polyptych painted around 1400 by Gen-
tile da Fabriano for the monastery of Valle Ro-
mita near his home town in the Marche (now 
Milan, Pinacoteca di Brera), and a side panel of 
a triptych originally destined for S. Maria Mag-
giore in Rome, painted by the Florentine Masac-
cio in 1428 (now in London, National Gallery), 
examples of this feature only appear in works 
by artists originating from the Northern Italian 
region delimited by the Alps and Apennines. 
Paintings in Venice offer surprisingly frequent 
instances of Jerome holding a church, the earli-
est of which seems to be a panel that belonged 
to an altarpiece painted by Lorenzo Veneziano 
around 1370 (formerly Berlin Gemäldegallerie; 
destroyed in 1945),7 and, dating from around the 
same time period, a panel from an altarpiece by 
Fig.  4. Giotto di Bondone, Last Judgement, detail: 
Enrico degli Scovegni and a canon offering a mod-
el of the chapel to the Virgin Mary, c. 1310, fresco, 
 Padua: Scrovegni Chapel.
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Jacobello di Bonomo in the small town of Arquà 
Petrarca near Padua (Oratorio della Santissima 
Trinità). Both depict Jerome with a book in his 
left hand – referring to his activity as a translator 
of the Bible – and in his right hand, the church 
model. These artists depicted the saint dressed 
as a cardinal, in a red or purplish robe and with 
the cardinal’s hat on his head – a way of depict-
ing Jerome which in western art has become as 
customary as it is apocryphal, for in reality the 
saint never held this dignity.
In his dissertation on Jerome iconography in 
early Italian art of 1984, Bernhard Ridderbos 
argues that in both instances the text in Jerome’s 
book, ‘DOCTOR ET ECCLESIAE FIRMA 
COLONA FUIT’ refers to his stature as a ‘firm 
column of the church’, exemplified physically 
by the miniature building. Moreover, the words 
seems to point to the saint’s explicit opposition 
to heresy.8 Interestingly, the thirteenth-century 
Dominican saint Thomas Aquinas also turns 
out to have been sometimes depicted holding 
a book and a model of a church, probably even 
earlier than became customary for Jerome, for 
instance in a panel painted after 1336 by the 
anonymous Master of the Dominican Effigies 
(now in Florence, S. Maria Novella). It seems 
fair to suppose that, sometime around the mid-
dle of the fourteenth century, Thomas’s at-
tributes, including a shining ornament on his 
breast, have been transferred to Jerome. As Rid-
derbos explains, during the 1330s, both Thomas 
Aquinas and Jerome were considered authorities 
in the condemnation of Pope John  XXII and 
his heretical views.9 The popularity Jerome ap-
parently enjoyed in Venice may be explained by 
his familiarity with Greek heresies in that city, 
through extensive commercial contacts with 
Greece and the presence of an apparently rather 
suspect Greek Orthodox colony.10
The ‘Venetian St Jerome’ was to remain a 
customary type in Venetian art of the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries, notably in paintings 
by, amongst others, the brothers Antonio and 
Bartolomeo Vivarini, Carlo Crivelli, Jacopo 
and Giovanni Bellini (Fig. 5). In time, however, 
the number of attributes in these paintings de-
creased: the shining ornament on Jerome’s breast 
was the first to disappear, by sometime in the 
Fig. 5. Carlo Crivelli, St Jerome, outer left panel of 
an altarpiece for the Church of S. Domenico, As-
coli, late 1470s, panel, 91 × 26 cm, London: National 
Gallery.
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fourteenth century, and the book ceased to be a 
standard element. What remains in these images 
is the miniature church, which seems to have 
retained its meaning as a reference to Jerome as 
a fighter of heresy. In the maritime Republic of 
Venice, in particular, with its many contacts and 
interests overseas, Jerome must have been con-
sidered a defender of the Church in the battle 
against Ottoman influences during the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries. Thus, his small church 
not only refers to Jerome’s reputation as a ‘firm 
column’ of the institution, but also to the cor-
rect interpretation of the Scriptures as required 
by the Church.11
St Jerome in the Bergamo Immacolata Altarpiece
Although Bergamo had been part of the Vene-
tian Republic since 1428, it is hard to believe that 
in this westernmost, far-off corner of the Serenis-
sima, anti-Greek-orthodox or anti-Islamic senti-
ments existed as strongly as they may have done 
in the capital city. At the same time, a very de-
termined belief in the concept of the Immaculate 
Conception is evidenced by the iconographical 
choices for the altarpiece which the Bergamasque 
Brotherhood dedicated to her. Apparently, this 
corporation was going to extremes to justify its 
devotion, for at least two of the saints depicted 
in the altarpiece – church father Augustine, and 
the founder of the Cistercian Order, Bernard of 
Clairvaux, are known to have been avowed ob-
jectors to the doctrine. They turn out to have 
been fitted with apocryphal texts referring to 
their alleged later change of opinion on the issue. 
The other two saints depicted, Anselm of Can-
terbury and Jerome, are also somewhat intrud-
ing in the entourage of the Immaculate Virgin. 
Anselm, then recently canonized (1494) and nev-
er a great propagator of the doctrine, is depicted 
holding a scroll with a corrupt text once attrib-
uted to his namesake and nephew, Anselm of St 
Saba: the incipit of a letter to the bishops of Eng-
land recommending the celebration of the feast 
of the Immaculate. The text on St Jerome’s book 
does not even refer explicitly to the Immaculata, 
as it is a passage taken from one of his letters to 
his confidantes Paula and Eustochium, in which 
the author admits the inability of human words 
to sufficiently praise the Virgin Mary. As Laura 
Paola Gnaccolini points out in her recent contri-
bution on the altarpiece, the selection of saints, 
as well as some of the quite peculiar text frag-
ments, derive from the Mariale; officium et missa 
Immaculata Conceptionis BMV tract published in 
Milan in 1492, by the influential Franciscan and 
propagator of the doctrine of the Immaculate, 
Bernardino de’ Busti.12
However, there may be yet another explana-
tion for the inclusion of St Jerome and his min-
iature church in the altarpiece. A  few striking 
features make his figure stand out: among the 
six saints depicted in the central panel of the al-
tarpiece, he is the only one not looking up at 
the Virgin, but rather at an undefined point in 
the beholder’s space. Although, like those of the 
others, his clothes have a golden shine, Jerome is 
dressed in a relatively humble style, in a monk’s 
habit with a leather belt around his waist and 
a simple cap on his head. Thus, the depiction 
of his persona does not adopt the tradition of 
Jerome dressed as a cardinal, reverting rather to 
the older type of the saint as a monk. He was 
more commonly depicted as the penitent hermit 
in the wilderness, and sometimes as a scholar in 
his study. The detailed features, the long brown 
beard, as well as the emotional intensity of his 
face almost makes one think of a portrait. And 
the early cinquecento, Northern Italian realism 
of painting in combination with sculpture not 
only draws the beholder’s attention to the strik-
ingly protruding church model, but also to a 
detail to the left of the entrance of that build-
ing, which seems to be a holy water font. Could 
it be that this St Jerome is holding a miniature 
version of the – long demolished – Church of 
S.  Francesco in Bergamo, where the Brother-
hood of the Immaculate Conception had their 
chapel and altarpiece?13
It is interesting to note that in the years to 
which the altarpiece should be dated, a Francis-
can named Gerolamo Terzi (c. 1460-1541) oc-
cupied a central place in both the material and 
the spiritual life of the Convent of S. Francesco. 
From 1500 onward, Terzi was a member of the 
Franciscan community, of which he was super-
visor in 1506 and 1508. He had a sound scholarly 
theological reputation and entertained personal 
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relations with the General of the Franciscan 
Order, Francesco Sansone, himself depicted 
among the champions of the Immaculate Con-
ception in the altarpiece’s predella. This made 
Terzi the perfect candidate to be the one whom 
the Brotherhood would commission to formu-
late the retable’s iconographical programme. 
Moreover, Terzi is documented as having been 
responsible for, and directly involved with, con-
struction work in the Convent of S. Francesco.14
All things considered, the possibility may not 
be ruled out that St Jerome as he is depicted in 
the altarpiece contains a reference to recent de-
velopments in S.  Francesco in Bergamo. The 
saint is guardian Gerolamo Terzi’s patron saint, 
and, like him, he is presented as a simple friar. 
Moreover, with his earnest and powerful brown-
bearded face, he is – again, like Terzi – a man of 
about forty years of age in the full bloom of his 
life.15 He turns his gaze to the community of the 
Brethren of the Immaculate Conception. In his 
hand he holds a naturalistically conceived small 
building which by tradition refers to the saint as 
‘a firm column’ of Faith. And even if in reality he 
was never much concerned with the Immaculate 
Conception, he also stood for a correct interpre-
tation – at least in the eyes of the members of 
the brotherhood – of a Church doctrine. In his 
features the sixteenth-century viewers may have 
recognized the face of their spiritual guide, and 
in his model of a church, the form of the build-
ing which contained their own chapel.
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